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The Last Word

•

•

flVlUffi
One way for those of us at Furman to
answer the question "What are we doing
here?'' starts with the most ancient fun
damentals of a liberal arts education:
the Trivium, a deeply related trinity of
ideas about the human intellect developed
in classical Greece and systematized into
an educational program in medieval
Europe.
The elements of the Trivium are the
basic building blocks of mental activity
and human communication. Its compo
nents are logic, grammar and rhetoric.
An English professor by the name
of Sister Miriam Joseph, who wrote
extensively on the nature and function
of language, tells us that logic is "the art
of thinking." She further defines an "art"
as something that we do, as opposed to
something that we know. Thus, one thing
that we all do in this academic community,
regardless of the particular building in
which we do it, is to engage in the art,
or act, of thinking, of producing concepts
through the operation of the intellect.
What means have we developed to
harness and express the products of all
that thinking? We use grammar, which
is not just a collection of loose rules used
to construct sentences; in its larger sense
it means the human construction of a pat
tern of symbols to represent our thoughts.
In English 1 1 classes, I often express
the notion of "grammar" as being the
architecture of language, an agreed-upon
framework with which we make order of
our ideas and their complex relationships.
But the word "symbols" does not have to
be limited to words. I think that my col
leagues in Riley Hall might agree that, in
this sense, mathematics has a grammar;
my colleagues in Plyler Hall might agree
that chemistry has a grammar; and my
colleagues in the Daniel Music Building
that music has a grammar.
The next logical step, then, is to com
municate our thoughts through these words
or symbols to someone else, and perhaps
persuade them that our ideas are worth
listening to. In doing so, we employ the
third part of the Trivium, the art of rhetoric.
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Rhetoric deals with the psychological
dimension of language, with the choices
that we make in constructing and combin
ing our sentences to most accurately and
effectively express what we think.
When professors lecture to a class or
present research findings at an academic
conference, we are using rhetoric. When
students argue a thesis in a paper, they use
rhetoric. But, as far as I know, the
actions of thinking, putting our thoughts
together using words or symbols, and
then running around like Coleridge's
Ancient Mariner trying to get someone to
listen to what we have to say, take place
not only in every academic field, but
every day, in every area of human life.
When we encounter a car dealer try
ing to sell us a PT Cruiser, or a lawyer
persuading a judge that a client is not
liable in a property dispute, or a psychia
trist explaining a medical diagnosis and
treatment, or a citizen attending a County
Council meeting to express views about
a zoning change, we are encountering just
some of the infinite variety of situations
in which we use rhetoric and, by defini
tion, logic and grammar. The problem
is that these skills are so basic, we often
do not remember that they must be taught
- and learned. And only after we have
learned them are we able to apply them
successfully to any field of study or activity.
Thus, the answer to the question,
"What are we doing here?'' may arguably
begin with the humanities. However, it
eventually embraces not only all academic
disciplines, departments and majors,
but the germination and circulation
of all human ideas, and thus marks
the success of all human interaction.
Excerpted from English professor
Margaret Oakes' address at Opening
Convocation September 14. Her speech
launched the " Year of the Humanities "
at Furman. To learn more, visit
www.furman. edu!deptslyofh.

